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Reading and Computers:
A Partnership
Dr. Martha Irwin

Current theory and research is providing
important new insights about the reading
process and reading instruction. These
insights have led to a new definition of
reading which was approved by the
Michigan Reading Association in 1983:

backward into history and turn children away
from interest in both computers and reading.
On the other hand, technology can be used in
interactive, constructive and dynamic ways
which will promote both reading
development and computer literacy.
In this article, attention is given to flexible
and open-ended programs and computer
activities which are consistent with the
interactive theory of the reading process.
Interrelated reading and computer activities
are advocated. Recommendations are made
for types of computer programs which can
complement and extend the ongoing
curriculum in language arts and in reading in
the content areas. Suggestions are offered
for activities which will develop both
students ' reading abilities and their facility in
operating computers to carry out functions
for which technology is best suited .

"Reading is the process of constructing
meaning through the dynamic interaction
among the reader's existing knowledge, the
information suggested by the written
language, and the context of the reading
situation ." (Michigan Reading Association, p.
l) The new definition and its implications will
provide support and encouragement for
teachers to use instructional strategies
designed to help students comprehend and
apply information gained from printed
materials.
Rapid developments in technology are
heralded as providing exciting possibilities
for contributing to the education of students.
However, most of the software programs that
are flooding the market under the label of
reading are based on a definition of reading
as a static process in which students are
expected to master a mass of subskills in
order to handle printed materials. Such
programs can send reading instruction

Why a Partnership is Needed
Computer users will find themselves
facing new types of demands in the language
arts areas. They will need to follow directions
explicitly. They will need to know when it is
appropriate to refer to software manuals and
other types of documentation as well as how
to locate the specific information needed at
the moment. When using spelling or
grammar checkers, people must make
decisions about whether or not a word or
sentence structure should be changed and, if
so, what the change should be. Data bases
and information retrieval systems will require
users to locate, select, organize and evaluate
information.
Not only does computer operation entail
reading, it can be a means for helping
students acquire these necessary abilities.
Good computer programs can motivate
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and make other editorial changes, which the
teacher can show on the screen by using a few
simple keyboard commands. The children
can watch the teacher save their story on a
disk, take it to the printer in the workroom,
insert a ditto master in the printer, and run off
copies of the story for all to read .
Small groups of older students can use the
" find" and "replace" features on the word
processor to insert synonyms or to alter
sentence patterns so as to influence the style
of a passage or to change the mood, the
characterization or the setting . Before
reading about a topic in science or social
studies, the students can enter their
predictions about the printed material and
organize their predictions into categories or
topics and subtopics. After reading the
textual presentations, they can evaluate their
predictions and expand, reorganize and
revise their information.
Two articles which appear in this journal
offer suggestions for using word processing in
the reading program. Kathy Brown
summarizes a wealth of practical ideas and
provides a bibliography for teachers who
want more complete descriptions of the
act1v1ties. Dianne Novak describes her
tutoring experiences with a sixth grade girl
who needs help with comprehension and who
is now using the word processor to create her
own comprehension lessons.
Word processing packages designed
especially for schools are on the market. Most
of them provide specific teaching ideas either
in the documentation or on accompanying
disks. At least one has the capabilities for
large-size print both on the screen and on the
printer. More complex word processing
programs, designed for home or business
markets, can also be used successfully in
schools. However, it is not necessary to get an
expensive program that has a lot of
sophisticated features, many of which will not
be used.

reading and provide meaningful situations
for applying language arts and study skills.
Use of flexible, functional software
programs, such as word processing and data
base management systems, will help students
become computer literate and will help them
acquire the reading and language arts
strategies to deal with technological
materials. Clearly a partnership between
reading literacy and computer literacy will
help students become more proficient in both
areas.

What To Do First
In accord with the new definition of
reading, educators must guide students to
focus upon the WHAT (the nature of the
materials being read), the WHY (the purpose
for reading), and the HOW (ways to
approach the material in order to reach the
recognized purpose). (Michigan Reading
Association, p. 3) Although a large
percentage of the drill and practice software
programs pay little attention to the WHAT,
the WHY and the HOW, software is
available that can contribute to an
interactive theory of reading. Unfortunately,
locating and using good computer programs
can be a problem for teachers who are
apprehensive about mechanical things,
including computers, or who think there is too
much to learn in order to integrate computer
activities within the classroom program.
A wise approach is to start on a small
scale and integrate computer activities into
the good practices already in use. This can be
done with just one software program -- a
word processing program. The teacher need
learn only one set of commands and need not
be concerned about programming or the
mechanical operation of the computer. As
the teacher and students become familiar
with word processing, undoubtedly they will
find many ways to use this versatile tool and
can reap more and more benefits with a
minimum investment of time and money.
Word processors, though not advertised
as "reading programs," can provide some
very dynamic, constructive and interactive
activities for readers. Consider, for example,
using a word processor in a small reading
group where the children dictate a language
experience story which the teacher types.
Then, the children can revise the sequence

What To Do Next
Adding a data base program to the word
processing package will extend the values to
be realized through an integration of
technology with reading instruction. One of
the first activities with a data base program in
the primary grades might be the creation of a
personal file for each child, including name,
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address, favorite TV program, favorite ice
cream flavor and color of hair. After an
individual file has been created for each class
member, the students can learn to search for
all of the children who like strawberry ice
cream, or who live on Main Street, or who
have brown hair and watch a particular
television program. Data bases about
animals, types of transportation or
occupations can be created and searched in
various ways.
Older students might plan together and
develop files about inventors, countries, uses
of electricity, fictional characters or any topic
from science, social studies, music,
mathematics, art, or current events. Locating
and selecting the data to put into the files will
necessitate meaningful application of study
skills and will demand more purposeful use of
reference materials than copying the first two
hundred words of an encyclopedia article in
order to make a report. Once the data have
been located and entered, particular items
can be searched and studied in order to see
relationships, e.g., the relationships between
weather and crops or between social
conditions and inventions.
There is a trend in the educational
software publishing market to provide
composite packages for school purposes. The
components may include a program to help
students originate and organize ideas in the
pre-writing stages, a word processor, a data
base system, and perhaps a program to allow
students and teachers to write mail to one
another or even to communicate by computer
network with students in other classrooms,
building or states.
Several programs, some with and some
w~thout accompanying word processors, will
help students generate and organize
information about which to write. The
students, with teacher guidance, design a
series of questions or sub-topics for a
category. Then they search for pertinent
information to enter into the data base, after
which they can use the materiaJ to generate
reports. Various types of composition and
pre-writing programs are available, with
some having specific prepared questions and
topics to which the user must respond, while
others allow the students to be more directly
involved in establishing the topics and subtopics.

How To Go Forth into More Adventures ·
Good computer simulations and reading
adventure programs, while not as openended and flexible as word processing and
data bases, offer opportunities for students to
predict, make choices, and consider factors
that affect decisions and their outcomes.
These types of programs have both
advantages and problems when used in the
classroom.
In a simulation, the intent is to represent a
real event, such as selling hot dogs, trekking
across the continent in colonial days, or
sailing across the ocean. The subject matter is
non-fictional, often in the area of social
studies or science. Simulations cannot, of
course, re-create all of the conditions of the
real event and the outcome may depend as
much upon conservative responses of
students and the luck of computer random
generation of events as upon understanding
the factors of the situation being represented.
Reading adventure programs are
fictional explorations. The problem for the
user might be to release animals, find
treasures, solve a mystery, gather
archeological evidence, or go on a camping
trip. The student must make decisions which
then branch the story in the direction chosen.
The games may be replayed with the user
taking different paths each time. The plots of
current adventure programs tend to be
mysteries and science fiction stories, thus they
present a limited range of story structures.
Many of them are criticized as containing
violence and as being sexist.
Despite the concerns, simulations and
adventure games motivate many young
people. The programs can generate much
discussion when students are allowed or
encouraged to plan strategies or to work in
small groups to decide on particular
responses. Questions about the accuracy and
authenticity of simulations and about biases
in adventure games provide opportunities for
engaging students in critical evaluation of
materials.
Involving students in the creation of
simulations and adventure programs offers
more learning opportunities than simply
having them respond to the situations. With
careful planning, these programs can be
- developed in such a way that students gain
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increased awareness of story structures and
of organization of information. For example,
the paths of action for an adventure program
might first be diagrammed with a structured
overview in which each block indicates an
alternative. (See figure 1) After the mapping
has been done, students -- individually or in
teams -- write the segments of the adventure.
Planning for coherence in the plot, for
determining logical conclusions, and for
consistency in writing style entails many
language arts skills.
The computer programming for a
simulation or adventure game can be done in
BASIC or LOGO. Often a student can do the
programming, if the teacher has not
mastered the language. If BASIC is being
taught to students, the programming of an
adventure game can be a very meaningful
way to introduce PRINT, GOTO, INPUT, and
IF/THEN.
The list processing capabilities of Logo,
of which many people are unaware, can be
used to program short adventure games.
Logo can also be used for writing sentences,
poetry and stories in which the user inputs
personalized data. Students who develop
their own list processing programs using Logo
gain many insights into the structure of the
English language (and possibly other
languages as well). Anyone who is involved
with computers as an educational tool is
encouraged to look into the possibilities of
LOGO as a programming language, as a
learning philosophy, and as a way for
students to gain increased understandings
about languages in general.
However, neither the teacher nor the
students have to do the programming of
adventure programs and simulations. Utilities
programs are available which provide the
framework in which the students can insert
their story segments and can indicate the
branching desired. These programs can also
be _adapted to non-fiction reports and book
reviews.

computer programs can help them gather
information and enjoy reading, thus helping
them acquire reading abilities. Open-ended
computer programs, such as word
processing, data bases and utilities programs
offer the best possibilities for relating the use
of technology to the interactive theory of the
reading process.
Reading literacy and computer literacy
are acquired by reading books and by using
computers to accomplish our purposes. Let's
have reading lessons in which students really
read for information and enjoyment. Let's
have lessons in which students use the
computer as a tool in ways which truly take
advantage of its unique capabilities and
functions. Let's use technology wisely as one
means of implementing the new definition of
reading.
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FIGURE l
DIAGRAM FOR THE START OF AN
ADVENTURE GAME

A Birthday Party
in the house

How To Integrate Reading Literacy and
Computer Literacy
People read for information and
enjoyment. If students get information and
enjoyment when engaged in the reading
process, they are learning to read and
reading to learn. Carefully selected
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